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Steinke: Notes on the Transitory Life

Notes on the Transitory Life
Darcey Steinke

A few years ago I was at a writing conference
listening to the novelist Richard Russo give a lecture
on place He spoke about his first unpublished
novel, which he'd set in Arizona. Russo felt both the
plot and the characters were stilted and boring. The
only chapter containing any life was the one he'd set
in upstate New York. And it wasn't unfit Russo
realized the bleak small town he portrayed in that
chapter was the same one he grew up in that he was
able to create Mohawk and find focus for all his
work.
It was a good lecture, reaffirming the writing
maxim that an author's work must be grounded in
place. For Russo, this was the depressed small towns
of upstate New York. Of course, this was not news to
me. All the authors I adored had their geographical
holy land; Peter Taylor had Memphis; Flannery
O'Connor, Georgia. Even eastern writers like John
Cheever concentrated on specific locals, in his case
Westchester, but as I listened to Russo explicate the
world of his childhood small town and then bring in
the obvious coda--that thru particulars of his home
town he captured the universal particulars of all
small towns, unease blossomed inside of me. I was a
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minister's daughter and had never lived anywhere
longer than five years. Not only that, but my family
had moved up and down the east coast, as well as
making forays into the South, so I wasn't really from
anywhere. I'd always felt ashamed about this, but
listening to
lecture made me feel worse than
ever, like I was damned because I didn't have a
regional location to call my own.
Afterward, I told Russo I'd enjoyed
lecture,
but that I couldn't identify completely because I'd
moved around so much. Instead of a specific home, I
told him, what defined me was not having one. He
was taken back by this and looked at me as if he
were trying to figure out whether I was joking. I
smiled to put him at ease
with palpable relief he
said, laughing, "Well then, I can't do a thing for you."
I laughed too, but nervously and without any real
pleasure.
It's not that I haven't absorbed things from the
myriad places I've lived or that I wasn't effected by
them. My first memories are set in a tiny resort
town on Lake Erie. The atmosphere of the rinkydink town still infiltrates my prose. I remember the
smell of the hamburger stand and the circling fights
of the ferris wheel at night. In Connecticut, the
rectory house was my favorite of all the places we
lived. White violets grew on the south side of the
house and I was allowed choose the color paint for
my bedroom—carnival pink. For the next few years
my father was in training be a hospital chaplain
and we moved every year or two; first a lowhttps://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol5/iss1/2
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income condo complex in Norwich, Connecticut,
where I remember the neighborhood bully, a tall,
pale, black-haired boy named Tommy
the pond
back in the woods where we ice skated; then to
Harlan, Kentucky, where my parents fought
incessantly. We lived in a trailer and the only good
place to eat was the hospital cafeteria. Despite
domestic strife, I fondly remember the fireflies in the
tall pine
and the rickety bridge that
to the
hollow where our trailer, as well as six others, were
surrounded by low-hanging kudzu.
In Philadelphia, I remember the harsh accents
of the city kids and the man who lived in the row
house across the street who passed out regularly in
his car. In my little yard there was a lovely Rose of
Sharon bush, the blossoms always teaming with tiny
green beetles. From Philadelphia we moved to
Roanoke, Virginia, where we bought our first and
only house, a cheaply constructed 70's ranch. The
Blue Ridge Mountains were gorgeous, but I lived in
the suburbs and mostly remember that we
never afford to furnish the front room. My parents'
marriage was dissolving then so I mostly stayed in
my bedroom writing teenage

I explicate this laundry list of abodes not to
solicit sympathy for my transitory existence, but to
show that I have indeed been all over the map. And
it's not that I don't have some residual prejudices and
yearnings created by my migratory life; I can't abide
strip malls or subdivisions, places sprawled off the
highway with no center; or second-rate chain stores,
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ugly modem churches, and black glass insurance
buildings. My repulsion for these environments is
almost visceral and it must be that I have found there
a visual equivalent to my own feelings of
rootlessness. Then there's the longing that
occasionally comes over me on Sunday afternoons.
Why is life so dissipated? My divorced parents have
lived in separate cities for
my childhood dog
put to sleep long ago and I want... well... I don't
know what I want on those restless Sunday
afternoons; a big white Victorian house, a dad who
this tosentimentalized
es a this
pipe, onto
but these
heat,
versions of childhood and none of them would
satisfy me. In the end I want to have lived a different
life and it's
feeling of brokenness and
impossibility that's become so valuable to my
writing. The constant upheavals in my parents' life
turned me away from the mundane realities of
childhood, and in order orient myself I'd fixate on
the things close around me, the illustrations in my
books, my mother's mercurial moods, the swirling
pattern in my dad's glass paper weight. Reality
became extenuated—objects became precise and
particular—and in
way I caught myself thinking
and got a jump-start on the inner life.
Since I've come to Oxford, locals have asked
me if I find it difficult writing here after residing so
long in New York City. And at first the myriad
butterflies, the kudzu, the pervasive
and the
plethora of goodwill did discombobulate me a little.
But just as in my childhood relocations I quickly
fixated back
the familiars that made up my
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol5/iss1/2
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inner world; the green ivy trim on my dinner plates,
the burgundy upholstery inside my car
my
daughter's lovely little legs. I was able once again to
reorient myself. The weird thing now is flying back
to Brooklyn
its elegant brownstones and
numerous people traipsing around in expensive
leather shoes. But I can write there
in my tiny
office off the kitchen. That's the real benefit of the
transitory life, a realization that your world and
your writing, while grounded in a landscape, is
always ultimately about yourself. Ours a
transitory culture and continue to hold up the
writerly ideal of longterm settlement like
insisting that the idealized families depicted in
Christmas commercials are real. I've come to
appreciate my disconnection like a calcified free fall.
I don't need to be anywhere specific. As long as I can
get a decent cup of coffee
find a flat place to lay
down my yellow pads, I can do my work.
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